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1
MARINE FUEL SYSTEM WITH SPILL
CONTROL FEATURE

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

None.
BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

This invention relates generally to a fuel system for a
marine internal combustion engine, and more particularly
toward such a fuel system including a fuel spillage contain-
ment device.

2. Related Art

Many watercraft include an internal combustion engine
configured to propel the craft through the water. The fuel
supply system for such an engine is generally arranged so that
fuel is supplied from a tank and delivered to the engine under
high pressure. Engines are often placed in an enclosed, poorly
ventilated space. The high temperature surrounding a marine
fuel system and the inherent vibrations created by close prox-
imity to the engine and jarring boat movement all work
against the fuel system to increase the production of fuel
vapors. Vapor in the fuel reduces its effectiveness and the
efficiency of the pump used to deliver the fuel to the engine.
Vapor separators have been developed to address this prob-
lem.

In order to limit the distance fuel must be pumped under
positive pressure, it is common to locate the vapor separator
and high pressure pump very close to the hot engine. Another
problem encountered in marine applications is the potential
for leaked fuel to collect in the watercraft thereby presenting
a fire hazard. The prospect of a fire in a watercraft is consid-
ered substantially more serious than a fire in an automobile,
due to the fact that fire in a watercraft can force occupants to
evacuate into open water. The US Coast Guard has promul-
gated regulations pertaining to fuel systems used for marine
vessels. One such regulation may be found in 33 CFR
§183.590, which specifies a current fire test for marine fuel
systems. In order to comply with this and other standards, a
marine fuel system is required to meet the specified criteria
without leaking fuel externally.

Examples of various marine fuel supply systems may be
found by reference to U.S. Pat. No. 5,647,331 to Swanson
issued Jul. 15, 1997, U.S. Pat. No. 6,032,654 to Kato issued
Mar. 7, 2000, and U.S. Pat. No. 6,553,974 to Wickman et al.
issued Apr. 29, 2003. Another example may be found by
reference to U.S. Pat. No. 7,503,314 to Achor issued Mar. 17,
2009 and assigned to the assignee of the subject invention.
The entire disclosure of U.S. Pat. No. 7,503,314 is hereby
incorporated by reference and relied upon.

U.S. Pat. No. 5,645,004 to Holland, issued Jul. 8, 1997 and
U.S. Pat. No. 6,532,888 to Enik, issued Mar. 18, 2003
describe various containment devices for marine vessels
which recognize the issues and concerns associated with fuel
spilled in marine applications. U.S. Pat. No. 5,645,004, for
example, teaches the construction of an open tray placed near
the site of a potential fuel spill. The tray is made of a special
absorbent material designed to capture, contain and solidify
any leaks or spills that may occur.

There is, nevertheless, a continuing desire to develop new
and improved fuel spillage containment devices that may be
implemented in hot, jarring marine applications. Such con-
tainment devices can preferably accommodate new fuel sys-
tem installations, as well as retrofit installations in existing
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fuel systems. A containment device is also preferably rela-
tively inexpensive, easy to manufacture, and easy to install.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

A spill resistant fuel supply system is provided for amarine
engine. The fuel supply system comprises a vapor separator
configured to receive liquid fuel from a fuel tank via a supply
line conduit. A high pressure pump is provided for transter-
ring liquid fuel under positive pressure from the vapor sepa-
rator to an internal combustion marine engine. The improve-
ment comprises a housing substantially enclosing at least one
of'the vapor separator and the high pressure pump. The hous-
ing includes surrounding side walls and a top wall and a
bottom wall. The top and bottom walls respectively adjoin the
side walls to form an enclosed space within which to contain
liquid fuel if leaked therein. At least one of the side walls and
the top and the bottom wall have an included air column. The
housing is insulated from the heat of the engine by the thermal
insulating qualities of air within the included air column.

The housing of the present invention provides an enclosure
for either or both of the vapor separator and high pressure
pump so that in the event of fuel leakage or spillage there will
not be external leakage. The included air column in at least
one wall is effective to reduce the amount of heat energy that
passes from the engine or other mounting location to the
components placed inside the housing.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

These and other features and advantages of the present
invention will become more readily appreciated when con-
sidered in connection with the following detailed description
and appended drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1is a perspective view of an exemplary marine vessel
including an internal combustion engine powered by liquid
fuel fed via a fuel supply system according to one embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIG. 2 is a simplified schematic view of a fuel supply
system according to an embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 3 is a cross-sectional view according to one embodi-
ment of the present invention showing both a vapor separator
unit and a high pressure pump of a marine fuel supply system
disposed within a housing having a bottom wall formed with
aplurality of included air columns arranged side-by-side in a
linear array;

FIG. 41is a perspective view of the housing according to one
embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 5 is a view of the housing as in FIG. 4 but taken from
a different perspective;

FIG. 6 is a cross-sectional view as taken generally along
lines 6-6 in FIG. 4;

FIG. 7 is a cross-sectional view as taken generally along
lines 7-7 in FIG. 4;

FIG. 8 is a schematic view showing the subject housing in
cross-section and disposed adjacent to a hot, vibrating inter-
nal combustion marine engine;

FIG. 9 is a fragmentary perspective view showing an alter-
native embodiment whereby a plurality of ganged plugs may
be used to enclose the linear array of included air columns;
and

FIG. 10 is a perspective view of the ganged plug arrange-
ment of FIG. 9.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

Referring to the figures, wherein like numerals indicate
like or corresponding parts throughout the several views, an
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exemplary depiction of a marine vessel is generally shown at
10 including an internal combustion engine, generally indi-
cated at 12. The engine 12 is here shown in the configuration
of an inboard type, however it is to be understood that the
engine 12 could be an outboard, inboard/outboard or other
engine type. The engine 12 is powered by liquid fuel, such as
diesel or gasoline, contained within an on-board fuel tank 14.
A spill resistant fuel supply system according to the present
invention is generally indicated at 16 and interconnects the
tank 14 and engine 12 for delivering fuel to the engine 12 as
needed for proper operation. A fill line 18 is used to add liquid
fuel to the tank 14. A vent line 20 vents vapors and air from the
tank 14 according to standard practices.

The fuel supply system 16 is shown schematically in FIG.
2 including a supply line 22 extending from the fuel tank 14
to alow pressure lift or suction pump 24. The suction pump 24
sucks fuel from the tank 14 through the supply line 22 and
delivers it to a vapor separator 26. An exemplary, cross-
sectional detail of one possible vapor separator 26 configu-
ration is shown in FIG. 3. The vapor separator 26 collects and
discharges vapors given off from the incoming low pressure
fuel and also from the hot, agitated unused fuel returning from
the engine 12. A high pressure pump 28 then pumps the fuel
under pressure into a fuel injector system or other feed system
of the engine 12 to be consumed in the normal course of
operation. Unused fuel is returned to the vapor separator 26
via return line 30. A vent valve device 32 may be provided as
part of the vapor separator 26 via a vapor line 34. When
connected to the engine intake vacuum system, the vapor line
34 creates a negative pressure at the vent valve 32 so that fuel
vapors can be drawn and cycled through the engine 12. Other
venting arrangements than those depicted in FIG. 2 are pos-
sible.

Those of skill will understand that the specific configura-
tion of vapor separator 26 can take many forms. In this
example, the high pressure fuel pump 28 includes a fuel
intake 36 at its bottom end and an outlet 38 at its top end
leading directly to the engine 12. The vapor separator 26
shown in FIG. 3 includes a hollow, generally cylindrical
housing forming a hollow interior chamber 40. A fuel inlet 42
from the suction pump 24 extends through the bottom of the
vapor separator 26 and communicates with the hollow inte-
rior chamber 40. An optional cooling coil 44 is positioned in
the chamber 40 and circulates cooling fluid to minimize
vaporization.

According to the present invention, a housing, generally
indicated at 46, is provided for substantially enclosing at least
one of the vapor separator 26 and the suction pump 24 and the
high pressure pump 28 in a contained hollow unit. FIGS. 4
and 5 provide exemplary, external perspective views of such
a housing 46 according to one possible embodiment includ-
ing surrounding walls. In the exemplary box-like configura-
tion illustrated, the surrounding walls include side walls 48, a
top wall 50 and a bottom wall 52. The top 50 and bottom 52
walls respectively adjoin the side walls 48 to form an enclosed
space 54 as shown in FIGS. 6 and 7. The enclosed space 54 is
effective to contain liquid fuel that may inadvertently leak or
spill from the components contained inside. In the illustra-
tions, the components inside the housing 46 include both the
vapor separator 26 and high pressure pump 28. Alternatively,
any combination of one or more of the suction pump 24, vapor
separator 26 and high pressure pump 28 may be disposed
inside the housing 46.

The housing 46 includes a removable cover 56 to permit
access to the enclosed space 54. The cover 56 is shown in FIG.
4 as being located on one of the side walls 48, however this is
not the only possible location. Alternatively, the cover 56
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could be formed in or make up the top wall 50, or alternatively
the bottom wall 52, or portions of several walls. The cover 56
can be hinged, clipped, adhered, or in any other way placed in
position relative to the walls 48, 50, 52 so as to enable access
to the components contained in the enclosed space 54 during
installation, inspection and/or maintenance procedures.

At least one of the side walls 48, top wall 50 and bottom
wall 52 are configured with an included air column 58. The
included air column 58 provides an air-insulated wall section
which acts as an enhanced thermal barrier to reduce the
amount of heat energy transferred from outside the housing
46 to the components located in the enclosed space 54. Thus,
if the housing 46 is located near the engine 12, as shown in
FIGS. 1 and 8, heat radiating from the engine 12 will encoun-
ter higher resistance to conductive transmission into the
enclosed space 54 due to the included air column 58. In the
preferred embodiment, the included air column 58 is com-
posed of a plurality of substantially identical air columns 58
arranged side-by-side in a linear array. For exemplary pur-
poses, the array of air columns 58 is shown disposed in the
bottom wall 52, however the included air column 58 can be
formed in any one or more of the side walls 48, top wall 50 and
bottom wall 52.

The included air columns 58 of the subject invention are
effective to reduce the amount of heat energy that passes from
the engine 12 and other heat sources to the component(s)
placed inside the housing 46. This is particularly advanta-
geous in applications where the fuel supply system 16 must
pass regulations, such as USCG Fire Test CFR 183.590, with-
out leaking fuel externally. Air has a much lower thermal
conductivity than most materials of construction (metals,
plastics, etc.). Therefore, the included air columns 58 provide
an effective and lightweight thermal insulator, with the addi-
tional benefit of reducing noise transmission from compo-
nents located inside the housing 46. Therefore, a passenger in
the marine vessel 10 is less likely to hear sound produced by
the high pressure pump 28 when it is disposed inside the
housing 46. A still further benefit provided by the included air
columns 58 relates to the potential material reductions that a
hollow core construction provides. This translates to both cost
and weight savings among other benefits.

Preferably, each included air column 58 is formed as an
elongated chamber extending between opposite ends. Each
end is sealed, preferably, to trap air inside. One end 60 of each
included air column 58 may be stopped by the perpendicu-
larly adjoining wall. In the example shown in FIG. 7, the end
60 is stopped by the side wall 48. The opposite end of the
included air column 58 may be stopped with a plug 62. Thus,
during the manufacturing process, the housing 46 may be
made from a plastic forming operation with mold cores used
to form the included air columns 58. Upon withdrawal of the
cores the included air columns 58 are formed with open ends
that may be subsequently sealed off with plugs 62 which, as
shown in FIGS. 4, 7 and 8 may be loose piece members
affixed in position with a suitable adhesive or welded. Alter-
natively, the plugs 62 may be ganged together on a backer 68
for simultaneously sealing the plurality of included air col-
umns 58. Thus, FIGS. 9 and 10 depict an alternative embodi-
ment wherein all of the plugs 62 are joined together with the
strip-like backer 68. Other methods may be used to form the
included air columns 58 and to seal them so as to trap air
inside and capture air for its thermal insulating qualities.

FIGS. 4-7 illustrate exemplary mounting features 64
extending from the exterior of the housing 46. These are
shown as tab-like extensions with holes to receive fasteners
for mounting the housing 46 to an appropriate surface or



US 9,151,255 B2

5

object. Of course, many other mounting strategies can be used
to secure the housing 46 within the marine vessel 10.

FIGS. 4-7 illustrate the several conduit ports 66 which
extend through the walls 48, 50, 52 for transmitting fluids into
and out of the housing 46. For example, the conduit ports 66
may be used to route electrical wires, the return line 30, vapor
line 34, fuel outlet 38 and fuel inlet 42 conduits through the
housing 46 to the respective components located in the
enclosed space 54. Grommets or other suitable gasket or
packing features may be interposed between the various
wires, conduits and the conduit ports 66 for abrasion resis-
tance.

The foregoing invention has been described in accordance
with the relevant legal standards, thus the description is exem-
plary rather than limiting in nature. Variations and modifica-
tions to the disclosed embodiment may become apparent to
those skilled in the art and fall within the scope of the inven-
tion.

What is claimed is:

1. A spill resistant fuel supply system for a marine engine,
the fuel supply system comprising:

a vapor separator having:

avapor separator housing that encloses a vapor separator
chamber that is configured to receive liquid fuel from
a fuel tank via a supply line, and

a vent valve device configured to enable fuel vapor to
escape from the vapor separator chamber;

a high pressure pump configured to pump fuel under posi-
tive pressure from the vapor separator chamber to an
internal combustion engine;

acontainment housing that includes surrounding walls that
enclose a containment space that (i) contains the vapor
separator and the high pressure pump and (ii) is config-
ured to contain fuel leaked from the vapor separator and
from the high pressure pump, wherein the containment
space is isolated by the vapor separator housing from the
vapor separator chamber, and wherein at least one of the
walls is an insulating wall, and wherein the insulating
wall extends in a longitudinal direction and a lateral
direction that are perpendicular to each other;

a laterally-extending series of openings along a laterally-
extending edge of the insulating wall;

chambers that are within the insulating wall and elongated
in the longitudinal direction and spaced apart in the
lateral direction, wherein each of the chambers extends
longitudinally from a respective one of the openings to a
closed end of the respective chamber;

a series of plugs, each plug being inserted in a respective
one of the openings to seal the opening, leaving an air
space that extends, within the respective chamber, from
the respective plug to the closed end of the respective
chamber; and

a strip that gangs the plugs together, with a spacing
between adjacent plugs that matches a spacing between
adjacent openings, to facilitate inserting the plugs into
the openings simultaneously, wherein the strip is
attached to each plug at an end of the plug that projects
longitudinally-away from the closed end of the respec-
tive chamber.

2. The system of claim 1 wherein the chambers are sub-

stantially identical.

3. The system of claim 1 wherein each chamber has a
cross-section, perpendicular to the longitudinal direction, that
is generally square.

4. The system of claim 1 wherein the containment housing
includes a removable cover to provide access to the contain-
ment space of the containment housing.
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6

5. The system of claim 1 wherein the containment housing
includes at least one conduit port extending through the sur-
rounding walls.

6. The system of claim 1 wherein the containment housing
includes at least one mounting feature extending therefrom.

7. The system of claim 1 further including a low pressure
pump configured to pump the fuel under negative pressure
from the fuel tank to the vapor separator chamber.

8. A method comprising:

forming an insulating wall that extends in a longitudinal

direction and a lateral direction that are perpendicular to
each other, wherein the insulating wall defines (i) a
laterally-extending series of openings along a laterally-
extending edge of the insulating wall and (ii) chambers
that are within the insulating wall and elongated in the
longitudinal direction and spaced apart in the lateral
direction, and wherein each of the chambers extends
longitudinally from a respective one of the openings to a
closed end of the respective chamber;

forming a plug strip that includes (i) a series of plugs, each

plug being configured to be inserted in a respective one
of the openings to seal the opening, and (ii) a strip that,
prior to insertion of the plugs into the openings, gangs
the plugs together with a spacing between adjacent plugs
that matches a spacing between adjacent openings of the
insulating wall, to facilitate inserting the plugs into the
openings simultaneously;

inserting each plug into a respective one of the openings,

leaving an air space that extends, within the respective
chamber, from the respective plug to the closed end of
the respective chamber;

forming a containment housing that includes walls, includ-

ing the insulating wall, that together enclose a contain-
ment space;

locating, in the containment space, a vapor separator that

includes (i) a vapor separator housing that encloses a
vapor separator chamber that is configured to receive
liquid fuel from a fuel tank via a supply line and (ii) a
vent valve device configured to enable fuel vapor to
escape from the separator pressure chamber;

locating, in the containment space, a high pressure pump

configured to pump fuel under positive pressure from the
vapor separator chamber to an internal combustion
engine;

wherein the containment housing is configured to contain

fuel leaked from the vapor separator and fuel leaked
from the high pressure pump; and

wherein the containment space is isolated by the vapor

separator housing from the vapor separator chamber.

9. The method of claim 8, wherein the forming of the
insulating wall includes forming the insulating wall in a
molding operation by (i) first forming the chambers with
mold cores and (ii) then withdrawing the mold cores from the
chambers through the openings.

10. The method of claim 8 wherein the chambers are sub-
stantially identical.

11. The method of claim 8 wherein each chamber has a
cross-section, perpendicular to the longitudinal direction, that
is generally square.

12. An apparatus comprising:

an insulating wall that extends in a longitudinal direction

and a lateral direction that are perpendicular to each
other, wherein the insulating wall defines (i) a laterally-
extending series of openings along a laterally-extending
edge of the insulating wall and (ii) chambers that are
within the insulating wall and elongated in the longitu-
dinal direction and spaced apart in the lateral direction,
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and wherein each of the chambers extends longitudi-
nally from a respective one of the openings to a closed
end of the respective chamber;
a plug strip including:
a series of plugs, each plug configured to be inserted in 5
a respective one of the openings to seal the opening
and leave an air space that extends, within the respec-
tive chamber, from the respective plug to the closed
end of the respective chamber, and
a strip that is configured to, prior to insertion of the plugs 10
into the openings, gang the plugs together with a
spacing between adjacent plugs that matches a spac-
ing between adjacent openings of the insulating wall,
to facilitate inserting the plugs into the openings
simultaneously; 15
additional walls that, together with the insulating wall, are
configured to form a containment housing that encloses
a containment space for containing (i) a vapor separator
configured to receive liquid fuel from a fuel tank via a
supply line, (ii) a high pressure pump configured to 20
pump fuel under positive pressure from the vapor sepa-
rator chamber to an internal combustion engine, (iii) fuel
leaked from the vapor separator, and (iv) fuel leaked
from the high pressure pump.
13. The apparatus of claim 12 wherein the chambers are 25
substantially identical.
14. The apparatus of claim 12 wherein each chamber has a
cross-section, perpendicular to the longitudinal direction, that
is generally square.
30



